Detection of immunoglobulin M antibodies to Treponema pallidum in a modified enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay.
The indirect enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) for detection of immunoglobulin M (IgM) antibodies to Treponema pallidum in sera of syphilitic patients is complicated by false positive reactions due to the interference of IgM rheumatoid factor (IgM-RF) activity and the presence of treponemal IgG antibodies. Another source of error producing false negative results is the competition between treponemal IgG and IgM antibodies for the binding sites on the antigen. To avoid these complications in the indirect Treponema pallidum-specific IgM-ELISA, total IgG was immunoprecipitated from sera of syphilitic patients prior to the assay. The IgM-RF from non-precipitated sera reacted in an IgM-RF-ELISA and in the Treponema pallidum-IgM-specific ELISA with identical titers. After precipitation of total IgG no reaction of the IgM-RF in the assay could be demonstrated. Competition between IgG and IgM antibodies can be prevented almost completely by the precipitation procedure. The sensitivity and specificity of the Treponema pallidum-specific IgM-ELISA after immunoprecipitation of total serum IgG were shown to be higher than 97 percent.